INTRODUCTION	Hi
the transition from the mediaeval to the modern world was
still incomplete. Let us recall to mind the traditional frame-
work of English society, and then we may examine the
influences which were responsible for its disintegration.
The village community of the Middle Ages constituted The facto*
an agrarian partnership. The occupiers of the soil were
shareholders in an agricultural concern, and their ' shares'
consisted of scattered strips of arable land together with
rights of usage over the waste and meadow. When the
seventeenth century began its turbulent course, individual-
ism had made great inroads upon the communal system;
and in many localities the partnership had been dissolved.
Nevertheless a considerable part of the realm was covered
with open fields, where no man was ' truly master of his
own ' and the control was vested in an association of share-
holders : the course of husbandry, the rotation of crops, the
seasons of ploughing, were settled by common agreement:
the whole rhythm of village life was determined by joint
decisions. England in the Age of Mercantilism was pre-
dominantly a nation of agriculturalists; and until the
enclosure movement was accelerated under the Hanoverians
these agriculturalists in a large measure formed a co-operative
commonwealth, in which a detailed code of by-laws was laid
down for their guidance by the village courts. After the
development of town life in this country, it was natural that
the rural elements—who usually comprised the nucleus of the
embryonic municipal bodies in the capacity of artisans and
traders—should enter into the same relationship with each
other as they and their forebears had been accustomed to
in an agrarian environment. The instinct of the mediaeval
Englishman was to act in concert with his fellows in his
undertakings, and its strength was fortified by the con-
ditions under which the early towns grew up. Exclusive
franchises were conferred upon the boroughs, and for its
grant of concessions the Crown exacted a price: it was
therefore inevitable that the townsmen should seek to con-
fine participation in their privileged position to those who
were willing to bear their share of the fiscal burdens. The
corporate functions of the urban community found a vehicle

